The Transmissive Function of the Fine Arts: Some Observations on the Power and Function of Art in the Past and in the Age of Multimedia  by Grabski, Jozef
Selected Papers of Beijing Forum 2008 
The Transmissive Function of the Fine Arts: Some Observations on 
the Power and Function of Art in the Past and in the Age of 
Multimedia
Jozef Grabski 
IRSA 
Since the stone age the visual transmission of what we today call works of art has served social, religious, 
political and, last but not least, aesthetic purposes. The word “artist” has always resonated with special meaning. 
This figure, equally responsible for the engraved bones, or cave paintings of the pre-historical period, has served 
society in antique, medieval and modern times. Artistic activity was most often generated in response to political 
and religious demands, social expectations, and sometimes to a patron’s personal desires or the artist’s own private 
ambitions. 
In today’s globalized world, the prevailing influence of the media seems to suppress the once privileged position 
of the fine arts as an elucidating form, a means of communication and an expression of different social values. Yet, 
can we truly say that the fine arts are indeed slipping from this once elevated duty? Perhaps rather than considering a 
suppression it would be better to consider an evolution, that is, a change of form into one where art finds new means 
of action and interaction, social influence and interplay. What we must address then, is the role of art in its 
traditional sense as well as this new one, both of which contribute to our contemporary society. 
For thousands of years one of the most important functions of art was the transmission of information and values. 
Art played an extremely important role in the development of social behavior and human relationships. It is clear 
that artistic endeavors served different purposes at various times and in various ways. The Paleolithic cave paintings 
[FIG.1] and engraved objects mentioned earlier informed their primitive spectators of the function and goal of 
hunting. It was here through such rudimentary media that these early predecessors of Picasso [FIG. 2] hoped to 
endow their creations with supernatural power, a power which was to enchant animals and emanate the common 
desire of a successful hunt. In a broader sense—one possible only with our privileged historical hindsight—the 
social function of these artistic-magic actions expressed in a didactic display was to focus the community’s attention 
on common needs. 
To what extent these early artworks elicited an aesthetic reaction in their original spectator is naturally almost 
impossible to say. However, we can suppose by means of our own instinctual relationship to these works that they 
must have had a significant correlative influence on the spectators between the thing represented and their daily 
reality—in other words, all that contributed to their psyche, their needs, hopes and desires. Indeed, the early artist 
must have had a special role in that distant community. 
With the passing of time, the function of art became more manifold and differentiated. Art soon entered into the 
service of social organization—that is to say into politics in all its guises. Almost instantly art also began to function 
as a device for protest, an informative voice that drew attention to injustice and prejudice, and criticized overbearing 
rulers and their abuses of power. 
In this sense art plays something of a documentary function by way of defining certain conditions prevalent 
during various historical periods. Nevertheless, whether a work represents a historical event or glorifies a heroic 
deed it is usually imbued with a sense of the aesthetic and part of the human response to it has always been related 
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to this particular aspect. And even if facts of history were imagined, exaggerated or indeed real, as in the narrative 
montages encircling Trajan’s column in Rome [FIG. 3], the work of art helped build a social program of order, 
rules, authority and even a social patrimony. 
Through skill and craftsmanship, artists helped rulers to establish their authority by creating a visual testament of 
their right to earthly power as a God-given privilege, directly received from this sanctified, eternal and hence 
unquestionable source [FIG. 4]. The fine arts now entered the service of primitive and likewise very sophisticated 
religions as seen in the distinction between a Roman sculptural program and an Oceanic wooden totem [FIG. 5]. 
However, through the very artistry of these works, the spectator could find repose from the insecurity and 
uncertainty of everyday life [FIG. 6]. Works of art gave a certain material support to dismiss a spectator’s existential 
fears; they promised justice like the Christ Pantokrator in a medieval Roman church [FIG. 7] or guaranteed hope as 
expressed in a Renaissance Saviour [FIG. 8], or reminded the spectator of a future eternal happiness as in 
Hieronymus Bosch’s Paradise [FIG. 9]. 
Artists, in a sense, possessed God-like capabilities in that they could compel the human imagination into 
believing often abstract ideas and ideals through material visualizations and hence gave sense and meaning to 
human existence. Releasing anxiety and comforting the spectator, art helped to create a sense of support, even a 
dependency that came across as preconditions for an inner peace. In a similar sense, artists were able to reveal 
personalities and establish the identities of the figures who occupy the phenomenon of portraiture [FIGS. 10, 11]. 
Likewise they could evoke the ambience of a particular place [FIG. 12], bring a landscape to life, or eternalize an 
important event [FIG. 13]. 
Even before the invention of photography, film and other modern means of documentation, the fine arts were also 
in the service of science and exploration. Advancements in science and technology were masterly recorded in the 
analytic drawings of Leonardo [FIG. 14] and illustrated in nearly 3000 engravings in the French Encyclopedie 
(1751—1772) by Denis Diderot and Jean D’Alembert [FIG. 15] in which representations of scientific treatises and 
technological developments were exemplified as works of art in their own right. And it is important to recall how in 
this sense art served to illustrate literary works [FIG. 16]. Most often the need to illustrate a narrative was to further 
explain religious [FIG. 17], fictional [FIG. 18], or factual texts. 
Naturally, to relate the manifold functions art played in relation to society and history would require a far greater 
effort. Yet in this current chronological progression, let us consider further some notable relationships. 
In the 19th century with the invention of the daguerreotype and following the development of photography, the 
fine arts were for the first time confronted with an important rival, a rival which could take over many previous 
functions, often in much more effective ways. The numerous photographic portraits, city views and landscapes, 
scenes of everyday life entered first as pure documentation but soon con, tended to the realm of fine art. The advent 
of the moving picture by the end of the 19th century quickly changed the spectator’s relationship to visual material 
while the once fine art of painting and sculpture began to grapple for a secure position in a new place. Perhaps now 
more than ever, technology gives new means for artistic expression. Television, video and the internet have 
revolutionized the possibilities of visual transmission. 
In this time of rivalry with new, sometimes aggressive and combative means of transmission, the fine arts must 
contend for some of their traditional functions, but in many cases these traditional forms loose their once held status. 
Traditional media have slowly lost their function as a document and a valid source of information—this being 
usurped most notably by photography. However, the work of art has found some new fields in which to act and 
react—indeed, the emerging (often inexplicable) strength of the art market has discovered some of these new 
applications. It is impossible to expand on this topic in so short a time, though I would like to mention some new 
functions of art, positive and negative, resulting from the historical changes of the past few decades and still 
circulating today. 
Since antiquity art has played an important role in political propaganda, but especially so since the 19th century, 
with a culmination in the non-democratic societies of the 20th century. Occasionally art served a positive role in 
educating people and transmitting positive ideas—a kind of Biblia pauperum for modern times. But more often than 
not, such works served to manipulate a society in a particular direction, that direction envisioned by the duce, or 
fuehrer. In cases such as these where art was the puppet for pure political manipulation, it was difficult to extract a 
sense of evolutionary development on any artistic grounds. And yet, even propaganda—this seemingly inartistic 
form—could find an artistic function; and that function was to criticize the weaknesses and faults of rules, and draw 
attention to social vices. Members of the German Expressionist, Dadaist and Surrealist movements (artists later 
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condemned as representatives of Entartete Kunst) dared to show the imperfections of an authoritarian regime and its 
constituent members of society [FIG.19]. It sometimes happened, however, that the most innovative artists 
attempted to present their revolutionary ideas through revolutionary artistic means. 
During the first quarter of the twentieth century in the Soviet Union, the Constructivists and Suprematists, led by 
Kasimir Malewicz [FIG. 20], naively hoped to create a new progressive art for a new progressive society [FIG. 21]. 
In their attempt to adapt their avant—garde concepts to the service of a political agenda, they wanted to transform 
the dynamics of society to reflect the vision in their art [FIG. 22]. Their aim was to educate “people of the future” 
with futuristic ideas. The result was quite the contrary. These artistic enterprises, far removed from the expected 
norm, did not find the consensus that was hoped for neither with the autocratic authorities nor with the general 
public. 
Since artists began proclaiming “l’art pour l’art” at the opening of the 19th century, and with their subsequent 
revolts against a bourgeois approach to artistic production, the artistic process now seemed to shift from production 
to creation with the artist taking up purely aesthetic positions, declaring openly an individualism in their works. 
Such an approach of aestheticizing the self has come down through history culminating in the gestural 
expressionism and geometric abstraction [FIGS.22, 23, 24, 25] of the twentieth century. This purity of aestheticism 
was surely also a reaction against new media, those forces that have taken over informative and narrative functions. 
I would suggest that this was, and still is, an expression of inner artistic power and energy, an aesthetic sublimation 
of artistic individualism. 
At the end of this short speech, I would like to mention one last correlative in the functions of art and society, 
namely that connected strictly to power and money—a function that is characteristic of our time and all too well 
known. For about a century, the art market has played a significant role in the development of the fine arts, 
undoubtedly reflected in the artistic decisions that artists choose to make in their careers. Ever since Ambroise 
Vollard’s Recollections of a Picture Dealer [FIG. 26] and D.-H.Kahnweiler’s Mes galleries et mes peintres [FIG. 
27] we can trace the development of the modern art market as it appears today. By this time, works of art become 
more than just objects to collect; they were also objects of pure speculation comparable to the speculation on stocks. 
Works of art acquired imaginary, monetary value that had suddenly become independent of their somehow aesthetic 
value. Since galleries and important auction houses often act on behalf of investment funds and participate in 
speculative behavior, the objects they deal with have become a kind of asset or financial tool. Yet the scale at which 
this occurs today was unknown in the past. By their nature, works of art are very individual, intimate and nearly 
human; as such, they do not carry a fixed price as real estate or cars do. Oftentimes in these situations we find that 
artwork functions as a tool used to equalize financial balances. This is, of course, why many companies and 
businesspeople have collected works of art and continue to do so. 
It is sometimes practically impossible to establish the value of a work, to say that a Van Gogh, a Renoir or Monet 
will cost 10, 15 or 35 million dollars. It is well known, for example, that during the economic boom of the 1980s, 
Japanese companies purchased works by the French Impressionists at 3 or 5 million dollars and later re-sold the 
work at auction to themselves now for 50 or 60 million dollars—a price mutually agreed upon by the company and 
auction house. Meanwhile the profit was sent to the company’s Swiss bank account or the account of one of the 
company directors. This procedure went on with well known art dealing companies for years, until the crisis in 
Japan at the beginning of the 1990s slowed down the process. But the mechanism has remained intact, and other 
works of art, not necessarily French Impressionism, are now used for the same purpose. Now the focus has shifted 
onto works by modern and contemporary “masters”, and, thanks to a bit of clever marketing, their works have 
achieved astronomical and inexplicable prices. (We need but recall that a Titian can now cost less than some of 
these works). 
The explanation behind these art market phenomena is sometimes much more simple than one would imagine, 
and has essentially nothing to do with actual financial values. Contemporary works that have been well marketed 
gain a status as alternative assets, the desired value of which is easy to manipulate up or down depending on 
monetary needs. The same price-game can be played by powerful art galleries, revealing new artistic “discoveries” 
and stylistic “breakthroughs” and pricing them accordingly. 
But still one question remains unanswered, perhaps even unanswerable in these moments: What is the real value 
of a work of art, that cultural object which, as we have seen, has played and continues to play a variety of dynamic 
functions in society? 
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